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ABSTBICT 

A variety of foolproof nays to avoid teaching 
composition while appearing to teach it may be divided into two 
groupsi methods which actually teach something else and methods which 
allow the teacher to appear to be teaching writing while keeping 
instruction of any kind to a minimum. Some of the subjects disguised 
as writing are communicationsr grammara^ linguistics and history of 
the language/ current events^ the novel currently popular among 
students/ self'-expression/ ethnic studies^ and participation theater 
(happenings) and "cinema verite," Each subject has its own approach 
and all methods and approaches have been tried in the classroom. 
However/ the most prestigious way to avoid the teaching of writing is 
to make a career out of attending professional meetings and reading 
papers, (JM) 



^ Documents acquired by EHIC include many informal unpublished * 

* materials not available from other sources. EllC makes # 

* to obtain the best copy available* Heverthelesa, items of marginal ^ 

* reproducibility are often encountered and this affects the guality * 

* of the microfiche and hardcopy reproductions IfilC makes available * 

* via the IRIC Document Beproduction Service (EDRS). BDKS is not * 

* responsible for the guality of the original documentiBep^ 
♦supplied by IDES are the best that can be made irqm the original. * 



John D- McKee 

1302 Vista Drive HW 

Socorro, NH 878OI 



us OEPABTMENTOF Hi&LTN. 
gGUC&TiOH i 
NATtONSL iNlTiTUTEOF 
EDUC&TIDN 



About 3100 words 



TMtS DOCyMf Nt M&l Bit N REPRO- 
DUCED eJEACTLV as RECHVED FSQM 
THE FESSON OR ORGANIZATION QRiGiN- 
AtiNG IT POINTS OF VliVV OR OPINIONS 
STATED DO NOT NECESS^BIlY SEPRE^ 
If N f OPPlCl&L NATIONAL INSTlTUtE QP 
EDUCAtiON PDSiTiON 0^ FOLICV 



UJ 



HOV/ NOT TO TEACH WRITING 



by John DeW' tt McKee 



From years of attending professional meetings and reading professional 
journals j I have gathered many foolproof ways to avoid teaching composition 
while appearing to teach It* Some of these are probably familiar to you 
and using the same diligence and ingenuity displayed by speakers and writers 
I have heard and read, you can probably Invent methods of your own. 

Those i have gleaned conveniently divide themselves Into two groups i 
1) those methods which actual ly teach something else, and 2) those methods 
which the teacher can appear to be teaching writing while keeping instruction 
of any kind to a minimum. Among the subjects sometimes disguised as writing 
are the following: 

Commun 1 ca^t i ons - 

Grammars 

Linguistics and history of the language " ^, _ ^k? 

Current events ' 

The current 'Mn'- novel , ^ 




Participation theater (happenings) and cinema ver 1 te 



Sel f-express ion 



Ethnic studies 
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Under the heading of teaching in name only come the following random 
admonrtions: 

Make very few, and very large, writing assignments. 
Make sure the first draft is the finaV draft. 
Don't waste too much red ink on corrections. 

Forget correct spelling and punctuation* Too much attention to these 
matters Inhibits creativity. 

Don't teach your students to edit what they write. 

Set aside one day a week (or month) for individual conferences on the 
students* Vfork. * 

Rely strongly on objective testing. 
Be a "resource person/' 

Make the writing session itself a period of ''sensory Involvement,*' 
Several of these methods obviously overlap. Just as obvlouily, I have 
left out some methods which other practitioners have found effective. It 
is possible, for example, to teach philosophy instead of compoiltlon. It 
Is even possible to substitute a semester^" long bull seision. However^ if . 
you master the methods I have listed, you should be able to go from the ffrst 
day In the clasiroom to the day of your retfremen,t without having to teach 
writing at alK Meantime^ you will appear to be teaching studants how to 
marshal words on paper. 

You can call what you are doing ''communication,'- for example, -That -^^^--^ 
involves reading, speaking and listening as well as writing. It also In- . > 

vol vsf eyebrow* raising I shoulder^^shruggf ng and nose^thumblng* But that tak^s 

^ = . - ^ . * ^ ^ 

Ui into semlnologyi believe It or not, and we need not go that far! T: TrS; 
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You already- have enough other ajLernative in ■'communications'' to avoid 
teaching people hov/ to write- Speaking and listening are your best possibilities. 
Both of them take a great deal of time In class. That fact limits the number 
of times you v/lll be able to Include the whole class In recitation. And thati 
In turn^ limits the number of lessons you vn 1 1 have to prepare. Speaking 
appears to be especially useful in this respect. If, however, you can provide " 
yourself with a tape recorder, a stack of "spoken word" cassettes and a sheaf 
of duplicated, keyed and sufficiently generalized mul t i pi e-'choi ce questions, 
teaching people to listen is perhaps the best escape 'of all. 

A word of warning about using reading as a substitute for wr'^^^i You 
are nkely to fine that many of your students simply cannot read./^You read 
the assignment, and you discuss the assignment, acting all the while as If they 
had read it and were participating In the discussion. 

Each of these methods of solving the problem of literacy has Its own ad- 
vantages and disadvantages. A remedial reading program, -if it Is done well 
and actually produces readers , is at least as much work as a successful writing 
program. Nonetheless, such a program does involve the use of much, educat lona I 
hardware. Remember that educational hardware is visible evidence of a teacher's 
wil I Jngness to Innovate. 

On the other hand, the discussion system requires only that the Instructor 
has read the material and has the knack of asking leading questions* It does 

not take 20-20 vision to see that this method can easily be used to slide back 

* ■ ■ 

effortlessly into speaking and listening. ! f you use the system careful ly, - - 
therefore* you can teach -^communications'^ and at the same time avoid teaching ^ 
both reading and writing* 
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There aee two uolutione to this problem. One is to develop a 
remedial reading program, complete with film stripe, pro,jectors, 
screens and tachlstoscopes . The other is to ignore the fact 
that the students cannot read* 
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There is also a fringe benefit = IF you become an expert in ''conimunclat ion 
you Will acquire a vocabulary full of terms like 'Mnput" and '^output'' and 
"feedback" and ''noise." In this technological age, such a vocabulary can be 
useful as camouflage. By a bic of Judicious term-dropping, you can convince 
your colleagues in the sciences either that English Is after all one of the 
scientific disciplines^ or that you are actually an electronics engineer. 

Another very effective way to avoid teaching your students to write Is 

to teach grammars. This method has also gathered about itself a scientific 

separate 

aura. The trick is to teach the grammars as a sw&natQ discipline and an end 
in themselves, having no apparent relationship to writing at alK If you 
concentrate on the differences in nomenclature among traditional grammar^ 
generative grammar and transformational grammars the chances are excellent 
that you can even escape teaching grammars. Notice the word is plural. The 
value of the plurality of grammars^ particularly to one who seeks to avoid 
teaching grammar, Is that it legitimatizes naming as a substitute for doing. 

It is best not to go beyond naming fn that study. Chances are good 
that you will not have time anyway. By the time you have confused your students 
by using three terms where one has always served before, and have covered the 
whole front board with a transformational formula for a simple sentence, you 
may have used up the entire semester. 

Assuming that you do find time to go beyond naming, however ^ don't! 
If you do* you might become involved with the content of the santences you ara^^,^^ ; 
analyzing. That would never do. It would lead inevitably to a consideratlbn J 
of rjeaning. To consider meaning at all is to inject ^nto the study of gramma rs^gi 
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to consider context leads directly !^ ihinking about the use of grammatlca] 
structures In the express Ion of Ideas. You must be very careful If you take 
this tack in you teaching* Otherwise, the next thing you know, you will be 
teaching people how to write about those ideas! 

Safer than grammars, if you want to avoid teaching people hov^ to write, 
is the study and teaching of linguistics. That linguistics is essentially an 
anthropological tool, useful mainly In the study of non-literate languageSj 
should not bother you. If you can keep your students interested In such things 
as agglutinate and inflected languageSp back-forming words, dental fricatives, 
aspriants, low-^back vowels and/or the International Phonetic Alphabet^ you 
should have no trouble avoiding even one writing assignment in the whole 
semester. 

There Is a whole area of linguistics that gets into such esoteric matters 
as the meaning of meaning and the levels of linguistic abstraction. If you 
want to make absolutely sure that your students will remain divorced from the 
communication of their own Ideas, build at least one teaching unit on levels 
of linguistic abstraction as promulgated by Korzybski ^ transmitted to academla 
by S» K Hayakawa and populariied by Stuart Chase* 

Study these methods In summer school p preferably In four-week workshops* 
If you study them during the regular iemester, you might assimilate something 
that will be of value in the teaching of wrltlngt If you encounter them In 
four-week workshops, on the other hand, you wl 1 1 be inundited In a. short, timm^.. 
with apparently new Ideas and strange terms. You will be overcome with the 
Impatient expertise of a professor riding his scholarly hobby, Under the . 
circumitanceSi all you can do after the course Is completed Is go home and 
disgorge undigested what you have learned, \ \ " . , . 




^ not to teach writing 

nickee 



6 



This is not to say that such st rnes are of no value to the teacher. 
The more you yourself know about the Inner v/orklngs of the language and how 
those workings developed^ the better teacher of English you will be. But as 
the teacher of a high school or freshman collegre course, you will be tempted 
to use what you learn about such subjects as substitutes for what you do not 
know about v/riting* - = 

Another escape hatch by which to avoid teaching writing Is the history 
of the language. This Is a fascinating subject, and it can be made fascinating 
to your students. Ransacking dictionaries can be as instructive as It can be 
fun. You and yofjr students should chart the courses of some words, and If 
you work it right, you can substitute elementary philology for writing. 

If you think that a discussion of current events belongs in social studleSp 
you thin^correctly. But If you are looking for ways to avoid teaching people 
how to write* you can have your class bring newspapers and turn at least one 
period a week to the discussion of the news. 

This ploy Is not too hard to Justify. The students have to have some- 
thing to write about. What better source could there be than the students* 
V^eas and opinions concerning the news of the world? The trick here is to 
allow the discussion Itself to take up all the class time and to be very care- 
ful not to make any out^of-class writing assignments based on the dlicusslon. 

Teaching the novel that is currently number one on the students' hit 
parade has had a long and successful run over the past fifteen or twenty years 
Depending on the year* the novel might have been Catcher In the Rye , Lord of 



mm 



'the Fl !es . The 'Rl ng , S teppenwo ^7 ^1* Cpd^yi^g Rbsewater . To" us< 
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this device^ you really have to be with it. You have to know what the current 
campus reading is, and you have to read the novel and buMd your course around 
It. 

Literary value should be no concern of yours. What is important is that 
interest in the novel be current ainong the students. It does not matter that 
this yearns great hit may be completely and deservedly forgotten next year. 
The point here is to be with your students In their current interest, and 
to remember that anything that happened last week is ancient history. 

There Is a danger in this approach^ of course. You might be tempted to 
ask your students to write papers concerning the novels o^ their authors* 
Resist the temptation! That way 1 j ^s the strong possibility that you will be 
forced to teach your students how to write. 

There ISj however^ an excellent way to have your cake and eat It, too. 
You can teach novel. You can experiment with all the critical theories you 
learned in courses In literature and criticism* You can have your students 
write about the novel. And you can still avoid teaching them how to write. 

Simply let the student express himself. This Is perhaps the most beau- 
tfful avolda^ice mechanism in the collect! on* Other such mechanisms may seem 
to have less to do with writing (after allj the student is actually putting 
words on paper in the exercise In sel f-eKpress ion) ^ but that very seeming 
is the beauty of It, Nothing looks more as If you are really teaching your 
students how to write than a great scraw-ed sheaf of sal f'-axpresslon. Nothing, 
on the other hand, takes less effort on the part of the teacher* . 

If the student has expressed himself, he has fulfilled the requirements • ^ ^^v: 
of the assignment. • It does not matter that hii vocabulary Is minimal, nor a - - 
that It IS heavily larded withj.the Anglo*Saxon terms for certain bodily ^ -^x^lM 
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functions and other Intimate activniu-3. It does not matter that his spelling, 
at its bast. Is strictly phonetic, and at Its worst fades into unfathomable 
mystery- It does not matter that his v/ritlng is as fragmentary as his thinking 
nor that ha perpetrates a complete sentence only by the merest accident* 
It does not even matter whether or not there Is any discernible content In 
what he puts on that paper. In self-expression, anythlhg goes^^or nothing* 
If the student hands in a paper at all, he Is off the hook^-and so are you* 

The newest, shiniest, gaudiest way to keep from teaching writing is, 
of course* ethnic studies. The term Is so delightfully broad that it is 
almost as serviceable as self-expression. But there Is one major difficulty 
with it from outpoint of view. It puts the burden squarely on the teacher* 
For here there is apparently not even the pretense of teaching English, I 
sat In a meeting not long ago and heard a speaker tell a room full of high 
school English teachers that It was their responsibility to learn the lan- 
guage of their studentSj whether it be lingua Chicana * the language of the 
Black ghetto, or the language of the Navajo, 

The purpose of this llnguisitic exercise was not only to provide a 
bridge across which the teacher could communicate the Intricacies of English, 
Indeed j the teacher's communication was of secondary importance. The real 
purpose was to make it possible for the student to communicate with the 
teacher without having to resort to English* 

And look at the ways that are open to you from there* Consider these ; 
as substitutes for the teaching^ not only of wr 1 1 1 ng , but of J|ng1 |sh 1 1^^ 
Ethnic (supply your own branch) history, culture, '%1kore, art, literature, 
even language* The possibilities for avoidance appiaar almost endless* 
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Several years ago I watched a rtjfnful of high school English teacners 
eagerly write into their notebooks the suggestion that they stimulate their 
students* writing by encouraging the performance of what were then called 
"happenings** In the classroom. Ostensibly, the happening was to stimulate 
writing^ but we all know it would not have to do so. If we really want to 
escape, we can allow participation in the happening to sybstitute for writing 
about it. After all, a, happening is a kind of communication* And our main 
concern is communication. Never mind what we communicate. 

Recently, though, the happening dodge has been refined^ technologically. 
It IS no longer necessary that the student be an actual participant^ much 
less write about the participation. If you have a relatively affluent and , 
Indulgent departments the latest, most Innovative thing you can do Is to 
equip your students with movie cameras and film In place of paper and pen. 
This may sound frightening if you have never had anything to do with movie- 
making. It need not* Remember that you are dealing with cinema verlte . 
Life, with a capital ^, and telling It (you should excuse the expression) 
like it is. All the student has to do Is point the earner and shoot. It 
is self-expression without the arduous necessity of writing. And look at 
all the paper checking it saves! 

The one great danger of using the devices discussed above is that If 
you rely on them exclusively, you might not even appear to be teaching 
writing. Not to teach wri ting h^^s long been acceptable priierl&ef^n^ to' - ^™ 
appear to be teach ing wri ting has. n^yec^b^^ 

not only to know the methods of avofdancej but also to be able to go through^^^^; i 
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the motions of teaching composition -^n anyone is looking* 

Since behavioral psychology is now in the saddle and 2 ghost of 
John B- Watson walks tha land In the guise of B. F, Skinner, there can be 
no better way to seem to be teaching students how to write than to substitute 
a battery of objective tests. If the results of , the instruction cannot be 
objectively evaluated, according to the latest encyclical the instruction 
is faulty. The corollary to this, of course, is that Is the results can be 
so evaluated, the instruction Is doing all that It Is supposed to do. In 
other words, teaching need not result in education. It need only result= In 
information about the students, Informatfan which can be object Ively tabulated* 

Though this does nothing for the student. It moves the behavioral 
psychologist one step closer to his dream of standard! :*lng human personality* 
It IS also, of course, a boon to English teachers whd otherwise might be 
forced to teach writing* 

The real beauty of the objective approach Is that It looks so much as 
If the teacher were concerned with the writing skills of the students. Vocab- 
ularyt spelling, grammar and mechanics are undoubtedly part of the equipment 
of a writer. The students* skills in the use of that equipment can be tested 
object ively. It takes no great le.^p of the Imagination to substitute thesa 
necessary supporting skills for thr actual writing skill itself. It does 
not matter that a student may be able to spell faultlessly* diagram sentences 
In his sleep, decline the personal pronouns without a hi tch^conjugate verbs 
all the way through the future perfect » and stMl fall miserably at the actual 
writing. If he can pass the objective tests fn the auKi 1 iary ski lis to 
wricingi ha appears to know how to write. The benefit to the teacher is - 

, r ' . .T.^-;. v^rriTi^ipjfeiri 



obvlouii It Is easier to teach the auxillarY skills, especially on the basis 
of objective testing, than it is to teach writing itself* 

Suppose, however, that in your system, objective testing is not enough. 
Suppose that your students must produce a specific number of papers a semester* 
The best way around that problem has two steps, ^ The first is to announce 
that you are going to allow your students to exercise their creat 1 vl ty In ^ 
your class. What you mean, of course. Is that in your clasi the students 
may write anything they choose, any way they choose to write it. Having 
established the creative intent of your class, ^you will further announce 
that your function will be that of a "resource person." If nobody questions: 
this, let it Me, If someone wants to knnw what It nyans to be a resource 
person, you tell him you will be In the room as he wr ites and aval lable if 
he asl<s for help. Make It very clears however, that unless the studenits ask 
for help, they will be left to their own resources* , \V 

Your Justification for such a pronouncement i s that Yqud© not wan 
interfere with the creative process. Only in the teaching of wr! ting will - 
you hear this just If Icat Ion pronounced and accepted serious! y"-not in muslc^^ 
paint ing, cooking^ or choreography. In no other creat iva jacti vi ty i s it^^^^ , . 
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- " If, for some reason, you cannot manage such a complete disengagement from 
your class^ your next best bet Is to arrange for ^'sensory Involvement'' In the 
writing procesi Itself* Two ways In particular offer opportunities for the 
teacher to retain his amateur status. First remove the chairs and desks from 
the classroom, clearing the floor. Next, cover the floor (and the walls, toO| 
if you are that energetic) with old-faih loned butcher paper. Now supply your 
students with an assortment of writing Instruments, such as bajl-polnt penSt 
marking pens, crayons, pencils^ and colored chalk, and turn, them loose on 
the paper. Let them roam around, sit, stand, or lie down, writing what they 
will, where they will. This method purports to release the students* inhl^b^ 
itions about writing* It allows them .physical freedom while they write and 
provides them with a variety of tactile exper iences through use of the various 
writing instruments. it has another advantage, as far as the ^'resource person'* 
IS concerned. It is physically impossible for the teacher to do anything 
with the result except to admire its colorful variety and then : throw it away. 

The second way to provide students sensory awareness of the wri ting 
process is less messy but more expensive. It involves taking movies of the 
students while they are writing^ The purpose fs to: show to the studentsv by - / 
way of a not-so- Instant replay, that writing is too ah activity. tt's a 
physical activity full of squi rmlng, twitching, and pencil^chewing ^ not for 
getting that tacti le experience of putting pencil £0 paperl^nd^Factual ly 
writing! Mora expensive or not, this method is technological lyinnovati 
and in the present dispensation; technology Is eve 



..... , 




ffi®^^ ; f\nw not ' to teach wr 1 1 1 ng 



^11 



V I fi even as a "resource per son-* who prev i des hi sstudentS"wlth '^sensory ™™*'"~ 
involvement you are constrafned to show some physical evidence of the ' 
semester's actfvitiess make as few actual writing assignments as you conven-^ ■ 
lently can* At the beglnhing of the iemester, you can tell your students, 'f; 
"After todayi' we shall not meet as a class. During thf semester, you will ' 
write six papers* These are the due dates. If you have problems with any ^ 
of the papers, make an appointment with me, and I'll see you In my office* ' g 
When you have finished a paper, you may bring it to my office or deposit 
it in my box* I won't interfere unless you ask me* to. After all , you are. ; . ;^ 
an adult now, and the responsibility is yours," ^ ^ _ 

Such an announcement should Just about complete the disengagement, Yet^^^^^ ^^^ 
there may be some students who take you at your; word and show up at your of floe ^^^^^^^^J^ 
papers In hand- Talk to each student about his paper, make as many suggestions : 

^ - ^ -, . . r- ^ . , . :!'^r>i"l'"''Wj 

' - ---- -..T^j ,^:.V,-v;^^ 

as you need to and as few as you can manage, and' send hfm away 'to do his ©wri ^"7;-M^^ 
editing. Remember^ 
wIsGs you wi 11 end 

It may Kappen that you get most ofvybur studi 
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All the methods detailed in thib paper have been tried in the classroom, 
and, if one adepts the enthusiastic reports of their authorsj they have 
succeeded even beyond those authors' understanding. One method of avoiding 
teaching the young how to write still remains, however. It is simple. It Is 
sure-fire, and it eliminates the student from consideration altogether. The 
best and most prestigious way to avoid the teaching of writing is to make a 
career out of attending professional meetings and writing and reading papers 
I ike this one. 




